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Peter J. KUZNICK＊
Over the past half century, the world has witnessed numerous wars and
military incursions, the consequences of which have proved devastating for both
the countries being invaded and the invaders themselves. Although the long-
term impact of the carnage unleashed by the United States in the Middle East is
still too early to assess, it is safe to say that the human toll of the U.S. invasion of
Vietnam has had no parallel in the post-Korean War era. The political
consequences have also been far-reaching. The invasion shattered the myth of
postwar consensus in America society, revealing the sharp divisions that have
marked American political life ever since. Today it is blue state America versus
red state America. Back then it was antiwar liberals and New Left radicals on the
one side and Cold War liberals, conservative hawks, and Nixon’ s “silent
majority” on the other. The war brought out tremendous passion on both sides as
the issues involved touched on basic questions of justice and morality. Anti-war
activists pointed to the horrific death and suffering American forces caused and
used that to make the case against the constant resort to militarism. For decades,
paleoconservatives and neoconservatives trained their sights on what came to be
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known as the “Vietnam syndrome” —the revulsion from Vietnam that made
Americans loath to engage in militarily adventures overseas. Though 9/11
temporarily reversed that thinking, the debacles in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya
have brought American war weariness and anti-imperialist sentiments back in full
force.
But the disturbing thing to those of us who struggled tirelessly against the war
in the 1960s and 1970s and have studied and written about it since is the shocking
ignorance and indifference about it among the younger generation of Americans
today. A recent Gallup poll reported that 51 percent of Americans between the
ages of 18 and 29 believe that the Vietnam War was not a mistake—that, to the
contrary, it was worth fighting. I’ve long been concerned about students’ lack of
knowledge about the war, but was completely taken aback by this display of pro-
war sentiment at a time when, I mistakenly believed, the public overwhelmingly
recognized that the war was horribly mistaken if not thoroughly immoral.
For years, I’ve been conducting informal surveys among my students and
members of other audiences, asking how many Americans and how many
Vietnamese died in the war. The results have been profoundly disheartening.
The abject and near-universal ignorance has been stunning. The further removed
we grow from the war, the worse it gets. When I gave an anonymous survey to
my students in an undergraduate general education class titled Social Forces That
Shaped America and asked them to estimate the number of American and
Vietnamese deaths, only 13 of 42 even ventured a concrete guess. Eighteen left
the answer completely blank. Several gave vague responses. Of the 13 who
answered, the median response was 100, 000. Only three indicated that the
number was a million or more. When former Secretary of Defense Robert
McNamara, one of the principal architects of the war, visited my class a few years
ago, he told the students that he believed that 3.8 million Vietnamese died in the
war. That American college students think the number was a tiny fraction of the
actual amount is both revealing and extremely disturbing. I ask my students how
they would feel if German college students thought that a half million Jews had
died in the Holocaust instead of six million and many say that they would be
appalled ― as they should be. When I ask them about the number of American
deaths, surprisingly few know that there are 58, 280 names on the Vietnam
Memorial Wall, but in this case, at least, number of students guessing more equals
that of those guessing less. The message of the Vietnam War memorial, as I
make clear, is that the tragedy of Vietnam is that 58,280 Americans died. The
two granite walls are 492 feet in length. If the memorial also listed the names of
all the Vietnamese who died in addition to the more than a million Laotians and
Cambodians and others, it would be over 8 miles long. That would send a more
appropriate message about the horrors of the U.S. policy in Southeast Asia.
American historical amnesia is not limited to Vietnam and other U. S.
atrocities. In the National Report Card issued in 2012, U.S. high school seniors
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tested lower in their understanding of U.S. history than they did in any other
subject including math and science, subjects in which U. S. students are
notoriously weak. Only 12 percent were judged to be “proficient” in their own
country’s history. In a second anonymous survey, the students thought that the
U.S. and the Soviet Union suffered approximately the same number of deaths in
World War II, the median figure for each in the 90,000 to 100,000 range, which
was 300,000 below the correct figure for the United States and 27 million below
the correct figure for the U.S.S.R.
Given this profound historical ignorance, it is not surprising that Americans
have little understanding of the history of the Cold War or of the history of the
American empire. And, when confronted with this paucity of knowledge,
students invariably defend themselves by noting that their high school U. S.
history classes rarely make it to the Vietnam War because of all the other material
they have to cover.
But the problem is actually more insidious than this. The U.S. public has
been subjected to a systematic whitewashing and sanitizing of the history of the
U. S. involvement in Vietnam. It begins with the name of the war itself.
Americans almost never refer to it as “the U.S. invasion of Vietnam.” They are
happy to refer to the Soviet incursion into Afghanistan as an “invasion,” but they
refer to the U.S. invasion as “the war in Vietnam.”
The more systematic effort to erase Vietnam from American memory began
with the neoconservatives, but it has gone far beyond that as president after
president has spoken of the nobility of the American effort in Vietnam. Gerald
Ford, under whose watch the forces of North Vietnam and the NLF vanquished
their southern foes, exhorted Americans to look ahead and not back to a war that
had been so divisive. President Jimmy Carter, whose track record on Vietnam as
Georgia governor was somewhat hawkish, declared during his early presidency
that “never again should our country become militarily involved in the internal
affairs of another nation unless there is a direct and obvious threat to the security
of the United States or its people.” He promised that he would never be guilty of
the “false statements and outright lies” that previous presidents had used to justify
the invasion of Vietnam. But by the end of his presidency, Carter had turned
sharply to the right and was now declaring that American troops “went to
Vietnam without any desire to capture territory or to impose American will on
other people.”
Commentary, the flagship neoconservative journal, took up the crusade to
vanquish the Vietnam syndrome in a series of essays in 1980. This opened the
door for Ronald Reagan’s 1980 campaign speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars
Convention in which he proclaimed, “For too long, we have lived with the
‘Vietnam Syndrome.’ . . . Over and over they told us for nearly 10 years that we
were the aggressors bent on imperialistic conquests. . . . It is time we recognized
that ours was, in truth, a noble cause. . . . We dishonor the memory of 50,000
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young Americans who died in that cause when we give way to feelings of guilt.”
Reagan and his neocon allies were desperate to erase the memory of Vietnam.
They needed an easy victory. They were bogged down in Central America and
stunned when a powerful truck bomb blew up a U.S. Marine Corps barracks in
Lebanon, killing 241 U.S. troops. Two days later, the United States invaded the
tiny Caribbean island nation Grenada, ostensibly to rescue endangered American
medical students after a revolutionary change in government. Though the
students were not in danger and the operation was bungled from the start, Reagan
proudly announced, “Our days of weakness are over. Our military forces are
back on their feet and standing tall.”
But saying so didn’t make it so. The U.S. got another chance eight years later
in the first Gulf War in a prolonged assault called “Operation Desert Storm.” The
U.S. battered Iraqi communications and military infrastructure for five weeks
before driving demoralized and outnumbered Iraqi troops out of Kuwait,
slaughtering thousands of retreating Iraqis along what became known as the
“highway of death.” Some estimates placed total Iraqi deaths at over 200, 000.
President George H. W. Bush proclaimed ... a new world order and gushed, “The
ghosts of Vietnam have been laid to rest beneath the sands of the Arabian desert.”
Even conservative columnist George Will, derided this empty “burst of
triumphalism.” He wrote, “If that war, in which the United States and a largely
rented and Potemkin coalition of allies smashed a nation with the GNP of
Kentucky, could. . . make America ‘feel good about itself,’ then America should
not feel good about itself.” The United Nations described the bombing as “near
apocalyptic,” driving Iraq back into the “pre-industrial age.”
“By God, we’ ve kicked the Vietnam syndrome once and for all!” Bush
rejoiced. But privately he wasn’t so sure. As the war’s end approached, he wrote
in his diary that he was experiencing “no feeling of euphoria.” “It hasn’t been a
clean end,” he regretted. “There is no battleship Missouri surrender. This is
what’s missing to make this akin to WWII, to separate Kuwait from Korea and
Vietnam.” And with Saddam Hussein remaining safely ensconced in power,
victory seemed hollow and incomplete. The United States would need to keep
searching.
And with the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya having gone so badly of
late, American leaders are still struggling to overcome popular resistance to
overseas military adventures and restore the U.S. image as a warrior nation. It is
particularly disappointing that President Barack Obama is just as guilty in this
regard as his predecessors.
In 2012, the Pentagon announced that it would be memorializing the 50th
anniversary of the Vietnam War with a 13 year commemoration. Vietnam War
critics were understandably suspicious.
We have good reason to be. When Obama welcomed U.S. troops home from
the Iraq War at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, he intoned, “We’re leaving behind a
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sovereign, stable and self-reliant Iraq, with a representative government that was
elected by its people.” He praised the troops’ “extraordinary achievement.” The
“most important lesson,” he declared, was “about our national character... that
there’s nothing we Americans can’t do when we stick together.” He commended
the troops’ willingness to sacrifice “so much for a people that you had never
met,” which, he insisted, was “part of what makes us special as Americans.
Unlike the old empires, we don’ t make these sacrifices for territory or for
resources. We do it because it’s right. There can be no fuller expression of
America’s support for self-determination than our leaving Iraq to its people. That
says something about who we are.” Having rewritten the history of the U.S.
invasion of Iraq, he presented an equally false version of the U.S. invasion of
Afghanistan. He claimed that the troops had “broken the momentum of the
Taliban.” The wars, he assured them, had made “America stronger and the world
more secure.” He heralded the source of U.S. greatness, “the values that are
written into our founding documents, and a unique willingness among nations to
pay a great price for the progress of human freedom and dignity. This is who we
are. That’s what we do as Americans, together.”
Obama issued a presidential proclamation kicking off the commemoration of
the Vietnam War. He described the troops slogging “through jungles and rice
paddies... fighting heroically to protect the ideals we hold dear as Americans.” A
few days later, he delivered a speech at the Vietnam War Memorial in
Washington, D. C., in which he thanked Vietnam veterans for helping to “build
the America that we love and that we cherish.” He told them, “You earned your
place among the greatest generations.”
Today, the U. S. maintains what Chalmers Johnson called an “empire of
bases” around the world. U.S. special forces operate in 134 countries. The U.S. is
involved in several wars. The U.S. still seeks military solutions even when they
don’t work to solve problems. If Americans learned the real lessons of Vietnam,
they would see that bombing doesn’t work. The United States dropped more
bombs on little Vietnam than had been dropped by all sides in World War II and
that didn’t work. Americans would see that training and equipping proxy armies
doesn’t work. The U.S. did just that in Vietnam, yet the South Vietnamese army
crumbled and ran when the North Vietnamese made their final concerted push.
Americans would also see that backing corrupt, unpopular governments only
makes the situation worse. If Americans don’t learn these lessons, the United
States may again slaughter vast numbers and relive the nightmare that was
Vietnam.
For those of my generation, especially those of us who fought against the war,
the memory of Vietnam is seared deep into our consciousness. But that is clearly
not the case for all Americans. Oliver Stone and I have made a commitment to
never let Americans forget what that war did to the American people and, far
more importantly, what it did to the people of Vietnam. But we need everyone’s
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help if we are going to succeed, which is why the efforts of Japanese scholars like
Professor Fujimoto are so important, much as are the efforts of Professor
Kawashima in helping us educate people about the history of the Civil Rights
Movement, another crucial part of U.S. history that must never be forgotten.
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